Heaven. So what is this "Way of Heaven?" Does Christianity differ from Confucianism too?
What might be seen on the surface to be a slightly odd statement can be explained by the fact that the Way of Heaven (Tentō 天道) could, depending on context, be applied to both Christianity and Confucianism. To the uninitiated, therefore, this might lead to the conclusion that they were one and the same thing, or at least closely related. This is a misconception that Habian has to address immediately. Once this has been done, the way is then open for an analysis of what we might term the Confucian version of the Way of Heaven. At this juncture he introduces into his presentation a complex discussion of the relationship between the Way, the dao 道, and the Great Ultimate, taiji 太極. Laozi, he tells us, saw the Way as giving rise to the Great Ultimate, which in turn splits into yin and yang and begins the whole process of creation.
[Neo-]Confucianism, on the other hand, disregards this first distinction, sees the Great Ultimate as the origin, and defines the Way quite differently, as the process of continuous creation itself.
As we have seen in his long treatment of Buddhism, Habian is nothing if not a man for detail. By way of explaining Neo-Confucianism, he plunges us straight into a passage from Zhu Xi's Collected Works, which discusses a crucial line from the Book of Changes (Yijing) in the light of an interpretation put forward almost a century earlier by the scholar Su Shi 蘇軾 (1036-1101). Habian spends considerable time on the details of this debate, showing among other things an excellent knowledge of the sources and a good grasp of the issues at stake.
The passage in question is well known: 'One yin, one yang; that is what is called the Way' 一陰一陽之謂道. Both Su Shi and Zhu Xi agreed that the Great Ultimate was the Way of Heaven, but Su Shi had understood this phrase as referring to the state of affairs before any interaction of yin and yang had taken place, in other words, before anything had come into being. For Su Shi, therefore, the Way of Heaven referred to 'chaos undivided,' the Void to which we should aim to return. Zhu Xi regarded this as a heresy that threatened to reintroduce Buddhism through the back door. He interpreted the phrase as 'Now yin, now yang; that is what is called the Way,' meaning that the process of constant interaction, the flow and flux of spontaneous generation, was in and of itself the Way. There was therefore no Great Ultimate to which one might return. This discussion was of particular interest to Habian, of course, because it clearly showed that orthodox Neo-Confucianism refused to entertain the idea of an origin that consciously created. For him, the Great Ultimate was merely another way of saying the Way, which signified process, not origination.
